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Defining a “Good Place”: Moral Dissonance in Thomas More’s Utopia 

 In the present day, one of the tropes that are practiced in science fiction is the Dystopian 

narrative. Whether it is George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, Lois Lowry’s The Giver, or the 

well renowned video game Bioshock, it is clear to see that people enjoy a good tale about a 

utopia gone wrong, or at least, what is perceived to be a potential utopia. Let’s be honest here, 

what defines a Utopia? The word itself can either mean “no place”, indicating that the place 

doesn’t (and probably can’t) exist; or, “good place”, which can paint the image a society that is 

picture perfect. Though he is not the first person of his time to come with the idea of such a 

society, Thomas More and his book Utopia had helped to popularize the concept (and give it a 

name)—a place built on equality even between genders (well, sort of), mostly virtuous people, 

and little to no conflict of self- interests, such as the ownership of property or laziness. However, 

on reading it closely, and seeing some of the horrific concepts within the society alongside the 

“good—the presence of the government and law within domestic issues and its restrictions over 

the individual, the practice of slavery, and the use of, and psychology behind euthanasia—it 

becomes pretty difficult to see what makes Raphael Hythloday’s home so wonderful and 

“utopian”. 

 This isn’t the first time that this aspect of More, or at least how it is portrayed in Utopia, 

has been argued. In Timothy Kenyon’s article, “The Problem of Freedom and Moral Behavior in 

Thomas More’s Utopia”, Kenyon references J.C. Davis’s criticisms of More and his skewed 
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version of free will, and the “Utopian achievement”, which Davis has referred to as “a discipline 

which is totalitarian in its scope and denial of human individuality.” While Kenyon doesn’t 

disagree with Davis, he also makes a point that Davis’s (as well as our) idea of moral behavior 

greatly differs from More’s own perspective of freedom of choice; and even if he lived in the 

present time, he would never bend to such an view (Kenyon 350).  That being said, to do a 

contemporary deconstruction of More’s Utopia and the controversial issues within the titular 

place is a result of looking at the text and its contents through a modern day lens. As such, to 

criticize Thomas More, who had written his book while observing his own political environment 

in England (especially when it came to enclosures) can be argued as unfair; after all, in a way, 

he’s a product of his environment, and is, as a result, very pessimistic when it comes to human 

nature. This is even clear in Utopia, not just through Raphael, but also through More’s fictional 

persona, during his dialogue with Raphael: “For it is impossible to make everything good unless 

you make all men good, and that I don’t expect to see for a long time to come.” Raphael, though 

he praises Utopians and their lawfulness, also seems to hold this opinion as well; what makes 

him different is that through Utopia he has found the route of such a problem, the ownership of 

private property, which helps to feed into the sins of greed and pride (542-543).  

Since it is heavily implied that both Raphael and “Thomas More” are representative of 

More’s voice and dueling opinions, they are meant to elaborate and bring to life not only More’s 

pessimism, but to bring into light an idea on how to solve the problem that is the human 

condition—which is, to restrict some individual rights, such as the right to own property, and 

individual behavior, in order for the society to have a virtuous environment. On paper, this 

sounds like a wonderful idea. After all, what’s a few rights taken away when the overall 

collective prospers as a result of it? However, the problem lies with the lack of choice. The 
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citizens of Utopia don’t choose to work; they are required to work under the watch of a “chief” 

and the syphogrants, who make sure that the people won’t get lazy (551). This work ethic would 

be grand, if the people were earning something more than spiritual fulfillment—then again, they 

have no need to earn monetary values. They are given a house to rent every ten years; they have 

unlimited supplies, goods that the Utopians have produced and stored in warehouses to help 

support the collective; the citizens of Utopia are pretty well taken care of and they have a pretty 

strong work ethic. 

 This begs the question of why slaves are present in this society. If the citizens of Utopia 

have such a strong work ethic, why have slaves at all? Why don’t they do the dirty work 

themselves? Well, the answer is this: the slavery presented in Utopia is both a punishment and a 

means for the slave to help contribute to the Utopian society, and in the case of “criminals”, a 

means of rehabilitation into the society. Many of the slaves in Utopia are prisoners of war, who 

had only been captured “in wars they fought themselves…Their slaves are either their own 

former citizens, enslaved for some heinous offense, or else foreigners who were condemned to 

death in their own land” (569). This sounds like not only a logical basis for slavery, but also a 

rather tame one. In the case of the latter, at least, the Utopians are somewhat saviors. After all, 

what other country would be so compassionate to foreigners, to save them from capital 

punishment by placing them in servitude? Rhetoric aside, the treatment of slaves in Utopia 

carries on a balance between benevolent and condescending. After all, the slaves are forced to 

wear gold, a metal that is regarded with derision, since it is the material that is used to make 

chamber pots; and yet there are also those who choose to become slaves, as if they enjoy the 

work. Many of them stay slaves until their deaths, with little chance to move up in Utopian 

society. But again, why would they want to, since they seem so content with their jobs? 
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 Interestingly enough, the treatment of sexuality is connected to Utopian slavery. In fact, 

any sexual intercourse, or even attempted sexual intercourse between a man and woman who 

aren’t married is met with punishment. When it’s just premarital sex, both the man and woman 

are punished, “forbidden to marry during their whole lives, unless the governor by his pardon 

remits the sentence” (570). When it comes to a crime of adultery, however, both consenting 

parties are punished “with the strictest form of slavery”, and if there is a second conviction, the 

sentence will be death (571). These points not only address the skewed and shaming view of 

sexuality displayed outside of marriage that resonated in Roman Catholic Renaissance Europe, 

but also just how present the Utopian government and politics is in the personal lives of citizens. 

This is meant to be portrayed in a positive light, especially considering More’s views, but it also 

has disturbing implications. Basically, a citizen of Utopia cannot have a personal life; it’s 

probably against the law. After all, for a person to have a secret personal life that his or her 

neighbors might view with scorn is just not productive within the Utopian collective. 

 Euthanasia is one of those political topics that enter a gray area, a pretty big one too. 

While this is true in modern day politics, in More’s Utopia, it’s a valid option, especially for one 

who is extremely diseased: 

“But if the disease is not only incurable but excruciatingly and continually 

painful, then the priests and public officials come and urge the invalid not to 

endure such agony any longer. They remind him that he is now unfit for any of 

life’s duties, a burden to himself and to others; he has really outlived his own 

death. They tell him he should not let the disease prey on him any longer, but now 

that life is simply torture and the world a mere prison cell, he should not hesitate 

to free himself, or to let others free him, from the rack of living.” (570) 
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There are a lot of things wrong with this passage, not just including the moral event horizon that 

is euthanasia. To start, the patient in the passage isn’t even given a choice. He doesn’t ask for 

someone to take his life, to end his pain—he has to be talked to and coaxed to allow the end of 

his suffering—by more political and government figures, no less. This is beyond just being 

present and overseeing workers, or the punishment of adulterers; the Utopian government takes 

the agency that the patient should have been given over his own life, regardless of the fact that it 

was soon ending anyway, and they make it their own. Granted, they aren’t sentencing him to 

death of the capital punishment kind, but they might as well be at this point. Then there are these 

phrases, about how the patient is “unfit for any of life’s duties”, how much he is a “burden to 

himself and to others”. Sure, the lines are painted with compassion and love for thy fellow man, 

but it just continues to drive a point home: the Utopian government really does not care about the 

individual or his/her own worth, but the collective of citizens as a whole; anyone who is of no 

use will not help keep the society flowing, and does not belong in Utopia. 

 When Thomas More’s Utopia helped to set up a blue print that helped to build a concept 

on what a utopia is—a perfect society that is over all good, and doesn’t exist. Looking back at 

More’s Utopia more closely, one can argue that this is partially true, at least with the latter. Not 

only does Utopia not exist, it shouldn’t exist. The society that More conceptualized is not perfect, 

but a harmful society—one that would most likely not last long in the modern world. However, 

this isn’t to say that the concept of a utopia is dead. According to Lyman Tower Sargent’s article, 

“Authority & Utopia: Utopianism in Political Thought”, there are still people (called “Utopians” 

in the article) who believe in the concept and want to help make it into a reality. However, this 

brings into question the methods they would use to create such a society, which Sargent surmises 

with this: “When a convinced utopian tries to build a eutopia, conflict will arise because, failing 
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to achieve eutopia, he or she will use force to achieve it…Life in a perfect society is best even 

for imperfect people because they will accept it as better or law (force) will impose it.” (Sargent 

568-569)  
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